Anaximander, Imbalance, And Opposites 


two in Latin, have been much debated over the centuries with all three suggesting an ancient weltanschauung which 
resonated with later weltanschauungen such as hermeticism and alchemy, which is possibly why the two Latin 
quotations were included in a 1572 CE compendium on alchemy in the section titled Turba Philosophorum itself a Latin 
translation of an earlier Arabic text by Muhammad ibn Umayl al-Tamimi (c.900-960 CE). 


My methodology in interpreting these quotations derives from my understanding that certain Latin and Greek words as 
originally used by their authors represent philosophical, or hermetic or alchemical, principles or substances or what we 
now term ‘archetypes’, and that it is therefore erroneous to translate them by English words which over centuries may 
and often have acquired ordinary meanings, such as air’, 'water’, ‘fire’. 


The question of such principles is, as Aristotle wrote in his Metaphysics, (3.996a) an interesting and complex question 


answered by many in certain ways with others proposing as first principles Fire, Water, and Air - GAAoc 5€ tic mp 0 5€ 
bS5woe fA apa - which leads him to the question of whether or not such principles are universal or individual. 


The Latin Texts 


The Latin of the first quotation in Turba Philosophorum is: 


ignis ergo et aqua Sunt inimici, inter quos nulla est consanguinitas, eo quod ignis est calidus et siccus, aqua 
vero frigida et humida 


Auriferae artis, quam chemiam vocant, antiquissimi authores, sive turba philosophorum 
Basileae, 1572 


My interpretation of meaning: 


Ignis 1 and Acua 2 are not friendly for there are no ties of kindred among them: Ignis is fiery and resolute 
while Acua is cool and moistening. ? 


1. Retaining the Latin rather than simply translating here as 'fire' because Ignis (mupdc) is a philosophical, hermetic and 
alchemical, principle (or substance or archetype) as in the Corpus Hermeticum. For example: 


ob cl 6 Oedc. 6 Gdc KVOPWTOC TadTAa Bok Sta MUPSG, Ht’ KEPOG, Sta vAC, 5a KSatoc, Sta mvebUaToc, Sta THV 
KTLOUATWV GOV 


You are theos. Your mortal loudly calls out: through Ignis [Fire, mupdc], through Air, through Earth, through 
Water, through Pneuma, through your created beings. 


Logos A. The Esoteric Song, Tractate XIII, 20. Myatt, Corpus Hermeticum, 2017. ISBN 
9781976452369 


Compare also a fragment attributed to Heraclitus: 


EK TUPOG TA MAaVTA OUveoTavat Eic TODTO AvaAVEOBAL Nadvta 6€ yivecOat KaB’ EivapEVNV Kal Sta TAC 
Evavtlohpouiac NpwOoSat Ta 6vTa Kal MaVTA WOXWV Elvat Kal Satudvwv nNANnpeN [Diogenes Laertius, 11:7] 


The foundation/base/essence of all beings [ 'things' ] is pyros to which they return, with all [of them] by 
genesis appropriately apportioned [separated into portions] to be bound together again by enantiodromia, 
and all filed/suffused/vivified with/by woxnh and Deemons. 


2. Acua. | have opted for a somewhat obscure regional (Sardinian) variant of aqua rather than simply retaining the 
Latin or translating as 'water' because aqua is now a somewhat commercialized word with the Greek dw, like Pyros, 
a hermetic and alchemical principle, qv. Corpus Hermeticum, Tractate IV, 1: 


TOUTO VAP EOTL TO OWUM EKELVOD, OLX ANTdv, ODS5E Opatdov, OVSE HETONTSV, ODHE Staotatdv, OSE GAAWL TLVL 
OWUATL SUOLOv: OUTE yap NDP Eotw OTE VSwW—E OUTE ANp OUTE nvEedUG, GAAG TdavTa ar’ aDTOD. dyads yap Ov, 
UOVWL EAUTHL TOUTO AvabGEtvat NOEANOE Kal THY yAV KOoUNOAL, 


That Being has no body that can be touched or seen or measured or which is separable or which is similar to 
any other body: not of Fire [pyros] or Water [b5wp] or of Pheuma even though all such things are from that 
Being. (Myatt, op.cit.) 


3. (i) qv. "moistness and consistency" in the second quotation, below. (ii) cf. William Caxton: "one somer is softe and 
moyste, and another is drye and wyndy." Myrrour of the Worlde, 1481 CE. 


ooo 


The Latin of the second quotation in Turba Philosophorum is: 


doceo autem vos stellas esse igneas et aera ipsas continere et quod si aeris humiditas et spissitudo non 
esset, quae solis flammam separaret a creaturis, omnia subsistentia sol combureret. 


The Arabic of Muhammad ibn Umay| al-Tamimi (c.900-960 CE) from Kitab al-ma ‘al-waragi containing the quotation is: 


cata Ylore jill, clalls [. . .] cpile pall ppg diosa! JS 
cabs, ayb slay aul o> WI OU aril, ald lagi 
aiyl> go aigh » lagi, L cols be, jas log Lals 
tule) «0 p@lS clo Uy . lilly clall cy, Lrlero Slogll jLas 
cptld aol yJl go digcuull crzairl [3] ai UoS5 Slog! slew 
OU buy 3] ble jue, tiled Login yo Te Ul yo » Lag 
TU yarastsl! 61> 


My interpretation of meaning: 


| inform you that stars are Igneous, that Aeros ! bounds them, and it is the moistness and consistency 2 of 
Aeros which keeps the flames of the Sun separate from created beings for otherwise the Sun would consume 
them. 


1. Aeros. Here as in hermeticism and alchemy, anp is a particular philosophical principle, substance, or archetype. As 
in Poemandres tractate of the Corpus Hermeticum, for example v.5: 


Kal O ANP EAAMPOG WV HNKOAOVONGE TW MVEHUATL, AVABaivovtoc avVTOD HEXPL TOD MUPOG AMO yAG Kal Vbatoc, 
Wc SoKeiv KpEeUaoPal AVTOV aT’ aADTOD 


Since Air [a€poc, Aeros] is agile, it followed the pnuema, up and above Earth and Water [Acua] and as far as 
Fire [Pyros], to be as if it were hanging from that, there. 


2. spissitudo from spissus, qv. omtSnc and cf. mukvdc. Here 'consistency' rather than 'broad' or 'dense'. 


The Greek Text 


aoXn <...> TOV O6VTWV TO AMELPOV <...> 


é— wv 62 fh véveoic éott Toic OGL, Kal TV PPopay Eic TadTA yivecOat KATH TO XPEWV: StSd6vat yap avTH 
S5iknv Kal tio GAANHAOLC THC AdtKiac KaTa THY TOD xPd6voU THEW [Theophrastus/Simplicius] 


My interpretation of meaning: 


< [the] source ... of beings is the un-definitive ? ...> 


Where beings have their origin there also they cease to exist: offering payment 2 to balance, ? one to 
another, their unbalance for such is the arrangement of what is passing. 4 


1. Because the beginning is fragmentary it is difficult to provide a satisfactory explanation of what is meant, although 
many explanations have been suggested over many centuries including the speculation that ‘apeiron’ is the first 
principle, the apxn, of beings, with dnetpov almost invariably translated by words such as the boundless, infinity, the 
limit-less. 


However, a&metpov is a privation of metpap, a lack of completion; a lack of a verdict; or, often overlooked, a lack of a 
means, a method, an instrument, to reach a particular conclusion or of a tool do a particular task, qv. Odyssey: 
3.431-435, and my translation: 


Oc ~pa0’, ol 6’ &pa navtec Enoinvuov. HAVE LEV AP Bodc 
ék mteSiovu, HAGov 6 Boric Napa vNndc éionc 

TnAeudyou EtTapOL WEYAAHTOPOG, HAVE SE YAAKEDG 

OMIA’ Ev XEpOlV Exwv XQAKNLa, Ne(pata TEXVNG, 

&kUova TE o~dpav tT’ EvmMointdév TE nupdayeny, 

oio(v te xpuadv cipyaEeto 


Such were his words, and all of his sons occupied themselves with those things 

So that an ox arrived from the fields; the comrades of the vigourous Telemachus 
Arrived from their well-balanced ship; the goldsmith arrived bearing in his arms 

Those bronze tools with which he accomplished his art: 

A hammer, anvil and well-made fire-tongs 

Which he used to work gold. 


Hence my suggestion here that what Anaximander might have implied is that the source of beings is 'un-definitive’, 
incapable of resolution because we do not posses the tools, such as words, to resolve it. Which explains why he goes 
on to contrast Sikn with d&Stkia, which balance and unbalance | explain below. 


2. Payment as in a debt owed or because of some personal need or mistake, as in our relatively recent phrase ‘debt of 
honour’. The debt may be to a person or persons or as in ancient times to a deity either in expiation or in the hope of 
avoiding a misfortune wrought by some deity, for example by the "Trimorphed Moirai with their ever-heedful Furies" of 
the gods, Moipat tofuop@ot Uvnwovec tT’ Epwwvec. 


The suggestion therefore might be that the offer of payment relates to those who, despite the fact that source of 
beings is 'un-definitive’, having tried to define it and in the process constructed a dialectic of opposites, and thus 
brought conflict, realize their error. AS Heraclitus noted: 


ci6e€vat 5€ xen TOV NOAEHOV E6vTa Evvov, Kal Siknv Eplv, Kal YLVOHEVaA TAVTA KAT’ Eptlv Kal YPEWHEVA [ypEwWV] 


One should be aware that Polemos pervades, with discord 5(kn, and that beings are naturally born by 
discord. 


3. In respect of 5ikn it here simply implies balance in contrast to the unbalance, the privation of balance, that is d6tkia. 
The translations 'order' or justice or 'fitting' - like 'disorder' or injustice or 'unfitting' for d5tkfa - are too redolent of 
some modern or ancient morality designed to manifest 'order' or justice or what is considered fitting in contrast to their 
assumed dialectical opposites. 


4. In respect of ypdvoc, it is not here a modern abstract measurable 'time' (in ancient times by a sundial; in later times 
by a mechanical clock) but 'the passing’ of living or of events as evident in the Agamemnon: 


Tlotov xpdvou SE Kal mEMd6pOntat MdAtc 278 
Then - how long has it been since the citadel was ravaged? 
tic 5€ MANY BEewy Gnavt’ anhwwv tov 6’ aiWvoc xpdvov 554-5 


Who - except for the gods - passes their entire life without any injury at all? 


Imbalance And Opposites 


What | find in these fragments attributed to Anaximander is germane to our perception of our human physis and of 
how we have tried to understand it through words - denotata - and thus by certain named 'principles', and that 
ultimately we have to accept that we cannot, should not, attempt to understand it through words which bring-into- 
being a named opposite and thus a conflict between those perceived, believed in, and conflicting dialectical opposites 
with their attendant strife, discord, enmity, hatred, and suffering. That such a wordful perception is un-definitive 
because the tools we have hitherto manufactured and rely on are useless. 


Thus, my own fallible answer to Aristotle's question of whether or not such principles are universal or individual is that 
they are ineluctably personal, with all we can presently hope do is use the wordless knowing of our empathy, and of 
our own pathei-mathos, as a guide. 


David Myatt 
21St February 2024 
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